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INTRODUCTION 
 
Our nation is facing a crucial time for preparing our children to compete in an increasingly 
competitive economy and participate actively in a dynamic and evolving society. Achievement across 
the U.S. is stagnating and our intellectual position around the world is decliningi. By enhancing our 
children’s educational achievement, socio-emotional skills, and civic competence, we enhance their 
lives, offer every American child an equal opportunity to attain the American Dream, strengthen our 
democracy, and secure the United States’ prominence in the global economy.  The billions of dollars 
invested in children by Federal, state, and local governments, as well as corporations, foundations, and 
individual donors represent our social commitment to children, but they also signal significant flaws 
in the implementation of this commitment.   
 
From health coverage to juvenile justice to education institutions, 
children are the beneficiaries of a wide range of social policies and 
investments: Head Start, Child Care and Development Block 
Grants, 21st Century Learning Centers, SCHIP/Medicaid, and the 
Workforce Investment Act are just a few examples of policies in 
place to support children as they grow and develop. We argue, 
citing the White House Task Force on Disadvantaged Youth report 
and the GAO report on early education and careii,  that these 
policies lack any semblance of coherence, do not encourage 
synergies across policies, and result in a system of competing 
demands and ineffective, and at times, insufficient investments in 
children.   
 
In this paper, we take a step back and argue that policymakers should develop and reference a policy 
framework that is coherent, comprehensive and child-centered. We contend that such a framework 
must be both long (defining childhood as a developmental trajectory from in-utero to adulthood) and 
wide (considering both multiple dimensions of human development and the multiple contexts within 
which children live). It is our contention that current and future policies and/or the implementation 
of those policies should be mapped to this framework to determine the extent to which children’s 
needs are well represented and approaches to addressing those needs have theoretical and empirical 
support.   

 
We further argue that this framework and future 
policies and programs must be designed to stress the 
strengths, rather than deficits, that our children and 
their families and neighborhoods possess. For most 
of the 20th century, research, policies, and 
programs, particularly those that addressed poverty, 
focused on remediating the perceived deficits in 
neighborhoods, families and children rather than 
acknowledging and leveraging the strengths and 
positive networks and relationships that exist in 
contexts and individuals. However, this perspective 
is shifting thanks to groundbreaking research in the 
latter part of the century and must now be 

represented in our approach to policy development. A large body of research has documented the 
strengths and success (i.e., resilience) of children who live in conditions that we have often defined as 
putting them at risk of failure, finding that resilience among these at-risk youth to be, as Masten 
(2001) writes, “ordinary, not extraordinary.”iii It has also provided snapshots into the lives of children, 
families, and communities who have exhibited strength and success, overcoming challenges such as 
poverty, violence, and substance abuse. This shift has yet to be reflected in federal policy, and we 
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argue for the need to move from a framework of remediating deficits in a child’s competencies and a 
child’s environment to a framework that leverages the intrinsic resiliency1 of all children, families, and 
communities. Encouraging these internal resiliency processes with external developmental 
opportunities is an essential role of policymakers. 
 
We believe that referencing a coherent, comprehensive, and child-centered framework at the outset 
and throughout the policymaking and implementation process will help policymakers and 
practitioners develop or refine policies and programs that are more effective and efficient. This 
framework, which focuses on promoting resilience instead of reducing deficits, will encourage the 
development of programs and policies that will result in successful academic, social and civic 
outcomes. In the pages that follow, we present our vision of a policy framework that puts children 
front and center.  
 
 

THE FRAMEWORK 
 
The goal of this paper is to propose a policy framework that is developmental, child-centered and 
reflects the experiences and strengths of children in a coherent, comprehensive way. As illustrated in 
Exhibit 1, we propose that policymakers should keep in mind three key criteria that underlie the 
framework we propose:  
 

1. Commit to children for the long-term, across 
developmental periods (i.e., infancy, early childhood, 
middle childhood, adolescence, and the transition to 
adulthood). Specifically, we recognize that, in order to be 
successful citizens, children need developmentally 
appropriate supports and experiences throughout their 
lives. In a world of limited resources, there is implicit and 
sometimes explicit competition for investment at different 
developmental stages—e.g., preschool versus high school. 
However, we know that the effect of early interventions phase out in later years if children do 
not continue to receive adequate supports and experiencesiv.  And, we know that there is a 
cumulative effect of experiencing adequate supports such that older children often exhibit 
more positive outcomes and fewer challenges if they had experienced adequate developmental 
opportunities earlier in lifev. Making a long-term commitment to America’s children means 
creating policy and investing resources for children throughout their first two decades of life. 

 
2. Transcend institutional boundaries and acknowledge the depths of children’s needs, 

experiences and strengths, including multiple developmental domains (i.e., physical, 
cognitive, social, emotional, and civic) and multiple developmental contexts (i.e., family, 
educational settings, community). Children live their lives in different and often changing 
contexts (family, schools, communities) and have a variety of different needs and strengths 
(intellectual, physical, social, emotional, and civic). Currently, policies and investments for 
children are developed and presented in stovepipes (e.g., health, justice, education) and 
typically divided by institutional boundaries (e.g., communities, schools, health providers). 
Rather than a coherent system of support or a coordinated combination of supports, our 
current policies and investments are a fragmented buffet from which a wide variety of 
stakeholders pick and choose. These choices are often made in isolation, rarely reflect the full 
range of children’s needs and strengths, and fail to address their lives in the contexts within 
which they develop.   

                                                      
1 We define resilience as the intersection between the ability of an individual to adapt to a given environment 
and that given environment, whether high-risk or high-asset. For example, see Masten, A.S. (2001). 
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We further argue that succeeding in one domain of life – such as intellectual or academic – is 
not sufficient to transition successfully into adulthood and be a productive citizen. Instead, 
young people need to develop across multiple domains. Because of this multiple domain 
concept, singular approaches to child and youth development will not sufficiently prepare 
young people for life. For example, a high quality math tutoring program might very well 
improve a child’s math skills, but such a program will not help to guide the child through 
the trials and tribulations that characterize the first two decades of life. Therefore, a 
comprehensive policy framework is needed that addresses children and youths’ multiple needs 
and occurs across multiple contextsvi. Using the best practices supported by rigorous research, 
policymakers should support programs that address the multiple needs of families and young 
people, coordinate funding across disparate agencies that each address a component of a 
child’s well-being, and fund demonstration projects to test new models for systemic 
community change. 

 
3. Take a child-centered approach that 

defines need and progress on an 
individual level instead of only a 
group level. Policy and research have 
historically focused on the aggregate 
status or growth among groups or sub-
groups (e.g., ‘children’ or ‘African-
American children’) or conditions (e.g., 
poverty) in an attempt to locate 
problems and implement solutions. 
Desired outcomes have been defined 
and measured by the array of programs 
offered on a macro-level, such as various 
child social welfare programs, or by the progress of one group compared to another subgroup; 
for example, reductions in achievement gaps between impoverished children and their 
wealthier counterparts. Until recently, there has been little if any consideration for the 
individual children who fall into these groups. Economic, geographic, gender, racial/ethnic, 
and cultural groups have historically been viewed as homogeneous (e.g., “all poor kids are at 
risk for school failure”) and their progress is measured by the average of the group, rather 
than by individual trajectories. Policies and programs are not conceptualized and 
implemented with the unique, individual needs of children front and center and therefore 
many children are stranded when they most need a comprehensive set of supports or they are 
provided services for a deficit they do not possess. 

 
Recent research has strongly suggested that policy and/or program effects at a group level do 
not necessarily represent effects on an individual levelvii;  that is, the mean effect of the group 
may have moved in a positive direction, but the effect on a substantial number of individuals 
within that group do not improve or minimally improve. We therefore argue that focusing 
on broader groups instead of individual needs can lead to an inefficient, more costly system of 
services. For example, using income as a key determinant for success – a so-called ‘social 
address’ methodology - results in a sledgehammer approach to interventions when a more 
precise screwdriver is necessary to tighten the supports that a subset of children in low-
income families need, such as extra tutoring, social skills development, and additional 
supportive adult relationships. While we acknowledge that community- or group-level 
interventions are necessary, such as focusing on the proliferation of low-quality schools in 
high-poverty neighborhoods, we argue that sufficient evidence exists to show that there are 
multiple risk and protective factors within a given group membership, which should be taken 
into account when policies and programs are developed and implemented.viii   
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Therefore, a more predictive, actionable and cost-effective child-centered approach should be 
implemented concurrently, using cutting-edge integrated data systems to assess and track the 
comprehensive needs of young people and coordinate the resources available to them. 
 
In the next section, we lay-out the evidence-base for our framework.2 First, to support our contention 
that a long view is necessary for public policy, we will discuss the stages of development and the 
cumulative development of children across stages. We will support our claim that each stage, in and 
of itself, is important to a successful transition to the next stage of development and ultimately to a 
successful transition to adulthood. That is, successes at each stage cumulate so that successful 
transitions early in life lead to improved child outcomes and more efficient investments in later stages 
of childhood and into adulthood. We will also emphasize that transitions across stages, too often 
ignored in policy and practice, are essential to the developmental equation.   
 
Second, to support our wide view, we will discuss the unique effects of the contexts within which a 
child develops, including the family, school and community, on physical, cognitive, social, emotional, 
and civic outcomes. We will argue that none of the contexts operate within a developmental or social 
vacuum. Instead, the effects of contexts cumulate and interact just as developmental stages cumulate 
and interact. Additionally, the contexts need to fit and transition with the developmental needs of a 
particular child. 
 
The final section of the paper will consider our framework with regard to recent social policy for 
children and youth. We posit that historical and current social policy debates take a myopic view of 
children and that a ‘longer’ and ‘wider’ approach is needed. We end with recommendations for 
improving the development and implementation of social policies and thus the short- and long-term 
social, academic, moral, and civic outcomes of our children and young adults. 
 

EXHIBIT 1 
THE FRAMEWORK: A THREE-DIMENSIONAL APPROACH TO CHILD-CENTERED POLICY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exhibit 2 illustrates the current state of public policies focused on children and youth; programs exist 
in each of the developmental blocks, but they are not aligned. This lack of alignment, we argue, 
results in an inefficient and ineffective delivery of supports. By aligning supports across time, contexts 
and domains, as expressed in Exhibit 3, children and youth will be put on a path to academic success, 
social competence and civic involvement. 

                                                      
2 An in-depth analysis of the available child and youth development research is outside of the scope of this 
paper.  We refer the reader to three National Academy of Sciences report for a deeper review: Shonkoff & 
Phillips (2000), Eccles & Gootman (2002), National Research Council (2003).  Engaging Schools: Fostering 
High School Students’ Motivation to Learn. Washington, DC: National Academy Press. 
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EXHIBIT 2 
THE CURRENT APPROACH OFFERS FRAGMENTED CHILDREN’S POLICIES 

 

 

 

EXHIBIT 3 
THE GOAL: POLICIES ALIGNED ACROSS DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES,  

DOMAINS, AND CONTEXTS3 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
3 The concept of the cube was developed separately by Brim & Phillips (1988) and the Forum for Youth 
Investment (FYI). Brim & Phillips use domain, age and target population as the three axes and the Forum for 
Youth Investment uses domain, age and time-of-day as the three axes (www.forumfyi.org).  We take the 
recommendation from FYI to change any of these axes to conform to the needs of the user.  For policymakers, 
we believe that focusing on the contexts within which a child lives and develops is helpful in order to link these 
contexts. 
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REFLECTING A COMMITMENT TO CHILDREN FOR THE LONG-TERM. 
 

STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT 
Childhood is not a homogeneous block of time with homogeneous resources, needs, barriers, and 
opportunities for development. Indeed, childhood is marked by numerous developmental stages and 
transitions across stages from prenatal through the transition to adulthood. As the early founders of 
developmental science have conjectured, the successful completion of one stage of development and 
the transition to the next stage of development are essential to the success across subsequent stages of 
developmentix.   
 
Science has continued to confirm these early theories and research 
studies. Beginning in the womb, the fetus begins to develop the 
foundational neural architecture of the brain. Infants and toddlers, 
from 0-3 years of age, develop the basic physical, cognitive and 
social attributes that enable the subsequent young child to interact 
appropriately with peers, master language, develop empathy, and 
begin to read.x As the child enters the pre-kindergarten and early 
elementary school years, he or she will understand social norms, 
develop the beginnings of a moral compass, manipulate letters and 
numbers, interact with a greater breadth of peers, and develop deeper friendships. Pubertal changes in 
the early adolescent years reflect the continuing biological changes that occur throughout childhood, 
with the brain continuing to form and strengthen existing neural connections, and with 
corresponding development of academic competencies, problem-solving, negotiation, conflict 
resolution, among other cognitive and social competencies.xi In addition, positive characteristics such 
as academic achievement and social competence cluster and positively reinforce each other, while 
negative characteristics also cluster and negatively reinforce each otherxii. For example, high levels of 
anxiety are related to lower levels of academic achievement, but when anxiety was programmatically 
decreased, academic achievement increased.xiii    
 

CUMULATIVE DEVELOPMENT THROUGHOUT CHILDHOOD 
Cunha and Heckman’s (2006) research also suggests a cumulative effect of socioemotional and 
cognitive developmental experiences on later developmental outcomes. Thus, as Heckman and Cunha 
posit, ‘skill begets skill’ and ‘learning begets learning.’ The effects of both cognitive and 
socioemotional development on academic, social and vocational outcomes demonstrate the need to 
move the child policy dialogue past a sole focus on cognitive/academic development and include 
socioemotional/non-academic factors essential to the healthy development of children, the workforce 
and society. Others have found socioemotional adjustment in early childhood predicting academic 
achievement into late adolescence.xiv As Moore and Zaff (2003) concluded from a review of over 1,100 
empirical studies on adolescent well-being, adolescent and subsequent adulthood outcomes are 
maximized when formative experiences and environments start early and are sustained over time. This 
dynamic can be seen in children with externalizing problem in early to middle childhood having 
lower rates of academic success in adolescencexv. Additionally, negative attributes in early childhood, 
such as being impulsive, restless and distractible can have long-standing effects on social and 
emotional behaviors into adulthood.xvi  
 
Head Start provides a concrete example of the need for consistent investments throughout childhood 
that address both cognitive and socioemotional domains (and, as is often the case in early childhood 
programs, the health domain is included, too). This Federal program for preschool children in poverty 
provides a comprehensive set of health, education and socioemotional services in a center-based 
setting. In estimating the effects of Head Start, Currie and Thomas find short-term gains on 
cognitive, social and health indicators, but that these effects dissipate in elementary school, primarily 
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among African-American children.xvii Currie and Thomas find that one empirically tested reason for 
this dissipation is that African-American Head Start children are more likely to attend lower quality 
schools than their non-Head Start attending African-American or white peers. White children who 
attend Head Start are also more likely to attend higher quality schools.   
 
Proponents of aligning pre-K programs with elementary school compellingly cite evaluations of the 
Chicago Child-Parent Centers, extended version of the Carolina Abecedarian Project and the now-
defunct Head Start/Follow Through program to show the additive benefit of continuing and/or 
aligning investments past the pre-K period.xviii In line with the contextual needs of young children, 
early childhood and PreK-3 programs leverage the influence of parents and teachers to create 
enriching learning environments.xix Teaching children in small classrooms in the early years of 
elementary schools, as was done in Project STAR, show that being in small classes for four years 
results in an 11.5 percentage point increase in 
high school graduation rates over those children 
who were in full-size classesxx. Intriguingly, 
significant impacts were only found for children 
who were in small classes for the full four years. 
Those in small classes for just one to three years 
did not experience comparable benefits. 
Rigorously evaluated prenatal programs such as 
Nurse-Family Partnership show that starting 
interventions with the pregnant mother and 
continuing through the first two-years of a child’s 
life can have sustained impacts on a child’s 
cognitive, social and physical well-being.xxi These 
prenatal programs are especially pertinent 
considering evidence that low parental economic 
status predicts poor birth outcomes, and poor birth 
outcomes predict long-term negative health, 
education and economic outcomes in adulthood.xxii We would posit that greater impacts would be 
seen by linking the prenatal interventions like Nurse-Family Partnership with early childhood 
programs. 
 
Investments are obviously not only apparent in early childhood education. However, policymakers and 
practitioners make an implicit assumption about children that they need to impart fewer supports 
once children enter adolescence. This assumption is made possibly because there is a historical hold-
over from previous generations that considered childhood to be a somewhat culturally constructed 
phenomenon with an end-point much earlier than it is today;xxiii  because the assumption is that an 
adolescent is at a maturational stage in which he or she can create his or her environment and traverse 
environmental – and psychological – obstacles with aplomb;xxiv  or possibly because adolescents are no 
longer in the ‘cute’ stage of development and are considered by adults to be beyond repair – or, for 
that matter, reproach.xxv  Evidence from recent neuroscience, however, suggests that the adolescent 
brain is continuing to develop the structures for problem-solving, decision-making and higher-order 
reasoning.xxvi Additionally, psychologists and sociologists continue to provide evidence that 
intervening during adolescence over time and with adequate dosage can mitigate the most severe 
environmental and individual risks, or build off of the most stable and supportive base.   
 
The Quantum Opportunities Program, Teen Outreach Program, and Across Ages are intensive youth 
development programs for middle and high school students. They include long-term engagement 
with supportive relationships with an adult who is accountable for the child’s well-being and who 
connects the child to educational activities, community service activities, and career and college 
planning. Quantum Opportunities is particularly intensive, with a total of 750 hours of programming 
per year for four years. Built into the theory of this program design is that short-term strategies are 
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not effective in impacting long-term change. This theory is verified by research showing a dissipation 
of effects for shorter term programsxxvii and greater effects for consistent attendance in programs.xxviii 
Longitudinal studies of after-school activity participation also provide evidence of consistency, for 
instance showing that youth who participate in enriching activities from  
middle school through high school are much more likely to attend college and participate in civic 
activities.xxix The evaluations of the programs show increased school engagement, including fewer 
suspensions and dropouts and more high school graduates, and decreased rates of teenage birth and 
arrest rates. 
 
Unfortunately, the link between early 
childhood, early elementary school and 
adolescent experiences has received little 
attention, possibly because policymakers 
and practitioners have assumed that 
schools provide the infrastructure to 
facilitate such transitions. Research 
suggests that these transitions and 
support across the transitions are critical 
to successful development. For example, 
Citizen Schools, started in Boston, but 
now expanding to several states 
throughout the country, provides an 
example of a program designed to link 
one developmental period with the next – 
in this case early adolescence with 
adolescence. The Citizen Schools model 
targets middle school children with vocational and civic experiential learning and, through a 
relationship with a caring adult, are guided through the transition to high school. This linking of 
early adolescent and middle-to-late adolescent time periods has appeared, based on preliminary data, 
to boost students’ academic achievement and social skills.xxx The Federally funded Gear-Up program, 
which funds programs to guide seventh graders through their secondary school years and then provide 
grants for college, provides an excellent public policy example, though rigorous evaluations of the 
program’s effectiveness are not currently available. In addition, the Graduation Promise Act, recently 
introduced in Congress, would provide grants to local education agencies that could be used in the 
middle schools that feed into high schools with high rates of drop-outs. 
 
 

TRANSCENDING INSTITUTIONAL BOUNDARIES AND 

ACKNOWLEDGING THE DEPTH AND BREADTH OF CHILDREN’S 

NEEDS AND EXPERIENCES  
 

COGNITIVE, SOCIOEMOTIONAL AND HEALTH DOMAINS 
Cognitive benefits from early childhood, preK and childhood interventions only signal part of the 
overall impact that early experiences have on future success.xxxi Indeed, school readiness researchers 
have determined that cognitive skills are not enough to prepare a child for elementary school - health 
and socioemotional factors need to be addressed, as well.xxxii Higher blood lead levels, higher rates of 
asthma and poor nutrition are just a few of the health-related outcomes that negatively impact a 
child’s school attendance and achievement, brain functioning, and psychological well-being.xxxiii 
Moreover, although impacts on IQ from early interventions have been found not to sustain into 
adulthood, socioemotional skills, such as motivation and persistence, appear to be critical drivers for 
academic, workforce and social success.  Socioemotional skills affect future cognitive development and 
cognitive skills affect future socioemotional developmentxxxiv.    
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As an example, intensive, early childhood programs among 
relatively small samples of children, such as the Carolina 
Abecedarian Project,xxxv High/Scope Perry Preschool,xxxvi and 
much larger numbers of children, such as the pre-K version of 
the Chicago Child-Parent Centersxxxvii  have been shown to have 
long-term effects on academic and social outcomes, with 
benefit-to-cost ratios exceeding 7 to 1 in some cases. These 
effects remain even though cognitive impacts, such as IQ 
scores, regress to the mean over time. As an example of this 
dynamic, one can imagine a young child that successfully 
learns a task will have increased motivation to learn additional 
tasks. The subsequent learning builds off of the previously 
learned task; again in the words of Heckman and Cunha, ‘skill 
begets skill and learning begets learning.’xxxviii Examining the 
importance of socioemotional skills for older children, Zin and 
colleagues (2006) synthesized socioemotional learning 
programs for school-aged children and youth. The authors concluded that such programs result in 
increased attendance rates, decreased school drop-out rates, and increases in academic achievement; 
not to mention improvements in interpersonal relationships, motivation, and other social and 
emotional skills essential for the workforce.xxxix  
 
The need for focusing on socioemotional skills, as well as cognitive skills, is further illustrated by the 
current and future workforce needs in America. The Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary 

Skills in the early 1990s put together a comprehensive 
list of the skills needed for a globally competitive 
workforce. Skills ranged from the basic, such as math, 
science and reading competencies, to the thinking, such 
as creativity and decision-making, to the interpersonal, 
such as responsibility, integrity, honesty and sociability. 
A recent workshop conducted by the Center for 
Education at the National Academy of Sciences on future 
workforce skills (2007), reaffirmed that the skills 
considered essential over a decade ago continue to be 
relevant in today’s hyper-technology world.   
 

CONTEXTS OF DEVELOPMENT 
The developmental progressions in the previous section occur within social contexts that evolve in 
concert with the child, providing opportunities and challenges to successful transitions across 
developmental stages.  
 
During the earliest years, the child resides mostly within the mother’s, father’s and/or guardian’s 
reach. During this time, when the parents are not available – for example, when both parents or a 
single-parent work during the day – child care settings present an additional formative context during 
these years. As children age, their environments expand with them. Pre-K and elementary school-age 
children are confronted with school contexts that include relationships with non-family adults and 
peers, social structures, and academic challenges. Children at this point are given more flexibility to 
experience their wider communities, whether with their parents or, as they are allowed by their 
parents to explore farther afield, on their own and with their peers. Adolescence presents an upheaval 
of sorts for youth: Pubertal changes, larger social networks, social cliches, sexual and other social 
stresses, less intimate schools and classrooms, larger academic course loads and increased academic 
stress, among other challenges. Adolescence also presents numerous opportunities for youth to develop 
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their own identity, prepare themselves academically and socially for adulthood, and explore and give 
back to their communities. 

Numerous studies and reviews have concluded that interventions 
that occur in multiple contexts – or, correspondingly, contexts 
that are rich in developmental opportunities - are more apt to 
affect outcomes across academic, social and civic domains than 
programs that focus on only one context. This holds for early 
childhood,xl middle childhoodxli  and adolescence.xlii Research 
provides evidence that there is a cumulative effect of growing up 
in a home that is less intellectually, physically and socially 
stimulating which can put children at risk of developmental 

challenges. Research also suggestions that not exclusively, but on average such conditions are more 
likely to occur in low-income families.xliii Also, these contexts affect the well-being of children in 
addition to and substantially above and beyond the effects of individual level risk,xliv showing that 
creating policies that change contexts could help children to overcome their personal adversities. 
 
Importantly, protective factors within one context, such as developmentally appropriate rules, 
expectations and regulations, can moderate the effects of 
deleterious risk factors in the same context as well as risk 
factors across other contexts.xlv In short, this means that 
intervening in one context, such as the family can have 
positive effects on other contexts, such as the neighborhood 
and school. One can imagine that attentive and supportive 
parents who are engaged in their child’s development will 
ensure that there is a strong connection with schooling and 
that the child is guided to positive settings in the 
community. By intervening in multiple contexts, one may 
conjecture even greater effects. We would not, however, 
recommend intervening in these contexts as if each context 
operated in a vacuum. Instead, we would hypothesize that 
linking these contexts with each other would result in 
exponential academic and socioemotional growth; for 
example, the social, academic and civic lessons learned in 
school should reinforce experience in after-school 
experiences, and vice versa. 
 
Before describing the content of these contexts, we note that childhood is not a product of nature or 
nurture. Consensus has landed on a dynamic interaction between nature and nurture to explain the 
dynamic processes of human development.xlvi As noted above, separately describing intra-individual 
development and contextual factors that affect development can give the erroneous impression that 
these forces occur in parallel. On the contrary, the internal development of the child and the 
contextual factors work in concert within a given time period and across time periods.  This 
interaction results in developmental progression, stagnation, or regression depending on the 
individual and contextual attributes. Bronfenbrenner talks about this dynamic as part of a bio-
ecological model of development in which each layer of an individual's life (him/herself, their family, 
their school, their peer relationships, the school and community infrastructure, public policy, etc.) 
interacts with each other as well as interacting with the developmental trajectory of an individual 
child.xlvii On a more micro-level, Eccles has considered this dynamic as a person-environment fit, in 
which the formative context within which a child develops needs to be developmentally matched to 
the existing attributes and needs of the child.xlviii Using the school context as an example, Eccles and 
colleagues have shown that a mismatch between context and student can result in poorer school 
attitudes and academic achievement. 
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In this section on contexts, we describe the research evidence for specific aspects within family, school 
and community that could be the focus of public policy strategies.   
Interestingly, there are general features that promote positive outcomes across these contexts. The 
National Research Council/Institute of Medicine Committee on Programs that Promote Youth 
Development synthesized the vast youth development literature to arrive at eight factors that are 
essential to effective youth programming (see Appendix A for a summary). These factors correspond 
with other positive youth development frameworks, such as the 40 Developmental Assets, the Six C’s, 
Communities that Care, the factors distilled by Connell and colleagues and the Five Promises 
developed by America’s Promise.xlix All of these frameworks 
consider the need for: 
 

• Supportive relationships for children (e.g., parents, 
teachers, other adults in the community and formal 
mentors);  

• Meaningful, substantive and skill-building 
opportunities in and out of school;  

• Safe environments in and out of the house;  

• Making a difference in the community; and  

• Sufficient structure and positive social norms that help 
to guide the child’s behavior.   

 
In addition, whether explicitly or implicitly, these frameworks reflect the need for the integration of 
the family, school and community contexts. Importantly for policymakers, each of these contexts can 
be affected by external forces, such as community economic development, workforce quality, work-
family policies, affordable housing, economic well-being, and job security. 
 
A powerful theme that cuts across the contexts is having a relationship with one or more caring 
adults. These adults will hopefully include the parents as supports, resources, and guides. The 
network of adults in a child’s life, however, can extend beyond the family, either in addition to 
parents, or to counteract challenges that children face at home or in their communities. Formal 
mentoring relationships, which comprise either a one-to-one relationship between a child and a non-
family adult or a group relationship between several children and one non-family adult, have been 
found to improve academic and social outcomes for youth and to decrease negative behaviors, such as 
violent behaviors and alcohol and drug use.l Importantly for policymakers when considering 
initiatives to expand the pool of mentors for children and youth, the research base for mentoring is 
clear that mentors should have previous experience working with children, make a commitment to 
the mentee for at least 12 months, and need support and training in their work with the mentee.  
Such relationships can extend beyond formal mentoring, with coaches, teachers, guidance counselors, 
or other adults in the community taking a child under his or her wing and guiding the child through 
the transitions in his or her life. Although we do not describe mentoring relationships within each 
sub-section on contexts, we stress that strong relationships with adults who provide supportive and 
structured environments, and guide the child through their development are essential to the healthy 
development of all children. 
 

FAMILY 
The family context has been conceptualized as having multiple components.li For our purposes, we 
consider the family context to consist of the parent-child relationship, including both the quality of 
the relationship and the engagement of the parents in the child’s schooling; the family system, which 
includes the various factors within the family, such as the parents’ and child’s mental health and 
economic stresses; and family investments. Importantly, we note that family factors begin in utero. 
The environment within the womb, influenced by, among other things, the mother’s nutrition and 
exposure to environmental stresses and toxins, impacts the neurobehavioral development of the fetus.lii   
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PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 

The family context is often considered synonymous with parent-child relationships. The quality of the 
parent-child relationship, modeling of behaviors and attitudes by parents, monitoring of children’s 
behaviors, and approach to parenting (e.g., caring and supportive coupled with concrete rules) are all 
related to better academic, social, physical and 
civic outcomes throughout childhood.liii More 
academic-focused factors, such as helping the 
child with homework, reading to younger  
children, and being involved in the child’s life in 
school are all related to greater school 
engagement, lower absenteeism and better 
academic outcomes.liv Parental academic 
expectations are a prime predictor of cognitive 
and academic outcomes, as well, with parents’ 
socioeconomic status strongly predicting these 
expectations.lv These effects are even more 
prominent for low-income children. For example, 
in a study by Dearing and colleagues, gaps in 
achievement between children in low-income and high-income families dissipate when the low-
income children have parents who are highly engaged in their school.lvi    
 
Model programs have been developed for parents of very young children. The Nurse-Family 
Partnership model focuses first on the neonatal through 2-year-old period of development. The model 
has been experimentally tested and provides compelling evidence that NFP works, with children 
whom they followed for 15 years, having a 48 percent reduction in abuse/neglect, 59 percent 
reduction in arrests, and 90 percent reduction in adjudications for incorrigible behaviors.  Nurses 
trained in the NFP model provide home visits to enrolled women during their pregnancy.  The nurses 
address proper nutrition and other healthy behaviors (e.g., no smoking or drinking) during 
pregnancy, risk factors during pregnancy, preparation for labor and delivery, basics of newborn care, 
and use of office-based prenatal care. 
 
After the birth of the child, the nurses continually 
assess the developmental progression of the child 
and, with the parent, address nutrition and overall 
health of infants and toddlers, well-care health visits 
for the child, and caring and supportive parenting 
styles. 
 
For slightly older children, the Chicago Parent-
Child Centers (CPC) have been hailed as a successful 
model for parental involvement. CPC centers, with 
24 centers located in high poverty neighborhoods 
throughout Chicago, focus on preK-3rd graders 
with small classes, assure that children receive 
proper nutrition, and curriculum aligned with the 
developmental needs of the students. Parents are 
expected to volunteer at the school at least once per week. In turn, a staff member engages parents in 
their children’s schooling and the program provides an onsite parent room to equip parents with the 
skills and materials to continue their children’s learning outside of the CPC centers. School staff 
makes home visits to reinforce these skills.   
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In potentially the most comprehensive review and meta-analysis of parent involvement on a child’s 
academic achievement, Nye, Turner and Schwartz (2006) analyzed data from 18 randomized-
controlled experimental studies over the past 40 years which focused on students in elementary 
school. In short, they found that parental involvement matters and interventions can be implemented 
to increase parental involvement in children’s lives. More specifically, across academic content areas, 
they found that parental involvement increased student performance by nearly one-half of a standard 
deviation, which is equivalent to a student being in the 66th percentile of performance compared to a 
student without parental involvement who would be in the 50th percentile. The largest and most 
consistent impacts were seen on reading achievement, with math and science interventions varying 
from having substantial, positive impacts to having no statistical impact on academic outcomes.lvii We 
note, though, that the positive effect of a caring and supportive parent-child relationship can be 
confounded by the values of the parents. For instance, a girl whose mother internalizes gender 
stereotypes about females being deficient in math and science or math and science jobs not being 
preferred vocations for females, will have a higher likelihood of being unmotivated to excel in math 
and science; and, therefore,  not do as well as she could.lviii  
 
FAMILY SYSTEM 

The family system is more complex than the parent-child relationship and includes more members 
than just parent and child. The health and well-being of multiple family members, not just parents, 
can impact the well-being of the child. As often cited, maternal characteristics such as mental health 
problems and low literacy can adversely affect the child’s cognitive school readiness and social 
behaviors.lix And, father involvement is uniquely implicated in the well-being of their children, net of 
the effects of the mother, with more involved fathers having children with lower rates of risky 
behaviors, such as drug use and delinquent behavior.lx However, the interaction between parents, 
where both are present, can have a unique effect on children. Marital conflict, for example, can lead to 
poorer parent-child relationships and thus to poor child outcomes.lxi Poor spousal communication and 
high conflict is related to poor parent-child attachment and poor sociability of young childrenlxii. 
Work pressures on dual-earner families have been found to increase parent-child conflict, resulting in 
negative effects on younger and older adolescents’ psychological well-being.lxiii When conflict results 
in divorce, children are at a high risk for depression and behavior problems in school, in the 
community and at home.lxiv 
   
Stressors faced by families are deterrents to a child’s long-term 
well-being. Shaw, Vondra, Hommerding, Keenean and Dunn 
(1994) found that extreme poverty, crowded housing, parental 
depression, and marital discord were related to higher rates of 
externalizing and internalizing problems, such as aggression and 
depressed moods. Low parental socioeconomic status is also 
related to poorer cognitive skills and more behavior problems 
among children entering Pre-K,lxv and this effect is exacerbated 
by poor health at birth and a lack of other parental resources, 
such as health insurance.lxvi   
 
FAMILY INVESTMENTS 

Investments can be construed as direct investments that parents make in their children and 
investments made in the family which have an indirect effect on their children. The time and money 
that families invest in their child’s well-being is related substantially to the children’s prospects for 
their futures. This helps explain why family poverty is linked with lower academic skills and 
achievement, with more pronounced effects found for persistent poverty during early childhood than 
in later years.lxvii In Cunha and Heckman’s (2006) study of human capital investments throughout 
childhood, they found that experiences within the family, including books in the home, visits to 
cultural institutions, and time spent together, accounted for a substantial amount of variance for long-
term outcomes such as graduating from high school, attending college, staying away from criminal 
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activity, and not relying on the welfare system. This is consistent with research into family-level social 
capital, including encouragement from a parent for post-secondary education, parental educational 
goals, and the availability of reading materials at home as a proxy for educational resources in the 
home. Those with high levels of this type of social capital are 6-7 times more likely to complete high 
school and 2-3 times more likely to have a higher income in adulthood.lxviii Thus, ensuring that 
children have adequate cognitive and social resources within the home and within the family system 
would go a long way to improving the odds of academic success. 
 
Investments made on the family-level can have indirect effects on child well-being. Work-contingent 
income supplements, as found in welfare reform experiments, have been found to impact the academic 
outcomes of young children above and beyond work-first mandates and other employment policies.lxix 
That is, providing additional income to working families, for instance $3,000 through the Earned 
Income Tax Credit, can raise a preschool child’s academic achievement .18 standard deviations, 
increasing a young child’s academic standing from the 50th percentile to approximately the 56th 
percentile. Considering that living in poverty can have long-term impacts on the educational 
achievement, social behaviors and lifetime earnings of children,lxx these impacts are not 
inconsequential.   
 
However, other researchers have found differential effects based on the level of family risk, such as 
income supplements having a positive impact on children in medium risk families, but either no 
impact or a negative impact on children in high risk families.lxxi The researchers find evidence that the 
differential impact could be explained by other stresses in the family system, such as maternal 
depression, reductions in regular family routines, and use of center-based child care.   
 
These studies emphasize the need to focus on multiple factors within a context (e.g., family 
investments and the family system) as well as focusing across contexts (e.g., child care quality).  
 

SCHOOL4 
Educational settings such as schools and early child care centers, which could be considered a 
microcosm of greater society, are essential contexts for the development of the child. Although the 
research on educational settings is varied and sometimes inconsistent regarding findings and 
recommendations, there is a general consensus on at least one point: there is no silver bullet for 
improving schools and learning. There is, however, a rich literature that provides insights into what 
matters. Here, we focus on a wide body of literature that provides insights into what works and 
emphasize the factors within educational settings that are associated with student achievement. 
 
 
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION5 

Most notably, high quality early childhood education and pre-K programs appear to impact the 
cognitive, social and health outcomes of children. As described earlier, the Abecedarian Project, Perry 
Preschool and the Chicago Parent-Child Centers have all been rigorously evaluated and have all shown 
cost-effective impacts on high school graduation, earnings in adulthood, reductions in criminal 
behaviors, and reductions in reliance on welfare.lxxii Although the generalizability of these studies is up 
for debate,lxxiii since Abecedarian and Perry served small samples of disadvantaged children in unique 
community settings, evaluations of state-wide pre-K programs and Head Start have shown short-term 
effects.lxxiv Moreoever, pre-K-to-3rd grade programs (i.e., programs that intentionally link the 
experiences in pre-K to K-3) have also shown promising effects. An example of one such program is 
the Chicago Parent-Child Center study described earlier in this paper. Despite long-term impacts 

                                                      
4 For purposes of this paper, we use the term ‘schools’ instead of educational settings, even though we include 
early childhood programs, which typically reside outside of traditional school buildings. 
5 We recognize that early childhood education programs often times take place in what would be considered 
community settings, especially for 0-3 year-olds. For the purposes of this paper, we consider these programs as 
an education context. 
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cited in studies of the Abecedarian Project and Perry Preschool, research on the impact of early 
childhood interventions has found that effects dissipate over time. These early experiences and 
successes have little chance of impacting individuals over their lives if not followed-up with quality 
educational experiences, as well as nurturing community and family contexts.lxxv Practitioners and 
policymakers should therefore recognize that the purpose of early childhood education programs is to 
ensure that children are ready for the cognitive and socioemotional challenges of elementary school.  
 

Reynolds, Magnuson and Ou (2006) identified four shared 
principles of effective preK-3 programs. These principles 
are also consistent with our framework which supports 
consistent investments over time and the need to address 
the multiple domains and contexts of a child’s life. They 
are: 1) continuity/consistency and time in learning (e.g., 
school stability; reducing negative effects of mobility; peer 
group consistency), 2) organizational/structural 
characteristics (e.g., leadership, small class-sizes and child-
teacher ratios), 3) instruction (e.g., teacher training, school 
quality, curriculum alignment), and 4) family support 
services (e.g., home visits, parent centers in school). 
 
Often, comprehensive school reform (CSR) strategies across 
all grade levels reflect these principals and there are a small 
number of rigorous research studies that provide empirical 
support for these principles at the elementary school level. 
In a meta-analysis of the 29 most widely implemented CSR 
models, Borman and colleagues (2002) found three models 
(Direct Instruction, Schools Development Program, and 
Success for All) that have sufficient evidence to show 

effectiveness across a diversity of sites and a diversity of students. Although each of these programs is 
unique, they all: 1) address the governance and structure of the schools to encourage schools to run 
more efficiently and serve students more directly through smaller learning environments; 2) use 
research-based curricula for reading, writing and math; and 3) engage the broader community by 
including parents in the decision-making for the schools. Similar principles have been found for high 
school through rigorous evaluations of Career Academies, First Things First, Project Graduation 
Really Achieves Dreams (GRAD), and Talent Development.lxxvi Because the community engagement 
piece has been alluded to through this paper, we focus on the first two principles, which are specific to 
schools. Before describing these principles in more detail, we note that the CSR programs, regardless 
of their apparent success, still leave a large percentage of students behind, possibly half of students not 
ready to graduate.lxxvii One may conjecture that if CSR initiatives more intentionally integrated 
community and family interventions that address students’ non-academic needs, they may be even 
more effective. 
 
SMALL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS/PERSONALIZATION OF SCHOOL EXPERIENCE 

Creating environments that encourage small group discussions, one-on-one teaching and counseling, 
and intimate peer interactions are believed to result in a better learning environment. Students in turn 
who believe they are cared for by adults in the school community, believe they matter to these adults 
and feel a sense of belonging to the school put more effort into schooling.lxxviii Within these teacher-
student relationships (and student-student relationships) should be high and clear expectations for 
academic success as well as conformity to standards and rules – what has been termed ‘academic 
press.’lxxix Personalization in turn means that teachers “[to] know and share information about 
students’ emotional, academic, and social needs, strengths, and weaknesses”; create “strategies and 
interventions that are developmentally appropriate” for their different students; and develop effective 
partnerships on behalf of students with parents and other teachers.lxxx   
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Reducing class size is one potential 
way to create such environments. The 
most notable class-size experiment, 
Project STAR, evaluated the impacts 
of smaller teacher-student ratios 
among approximately 6,500 students 
in 330 K-3 classrooms in 80 schools 
in Tennessee.  This experimental 
evaluation randomly assigned 
students either to classrooms with 13 
to 17 students, 22 to 25 students, or 
22 to 25 students with an additional 
classroom aid. Across the K-3 
classrooms, students in smaller classes 
on average performed 8 percentile 
points higher than those in regular classrooms, regardless of the presence of an aide.lxxxi Project STAR 
was expanded through Project Challenge, in which 17 school districts in Tennessee restructured their 
classes to decrease class size. These low-income districts improved their state ranks for second graders 
by 21 places for math and 29 places for English. Little is known, however, about the impacts of small 
classes for later years of schooling. 
 
The work by Lee and colleagues provides some of the most compelling findings on the effect of small-
school strategies to create more intimate learning environments and thus encourage better student 
outcomes.lxxxii Specifically, they found that school size appears to facilitate the adoption of other 
practices that benefit student academic and social outcomes, such as more individualized attention 
and more collegiality among teachers. However, Lee does not conclude that small schools, in and of 
themselves, are the silver bullet to student success. In short, if the small school does not provide a safe 
and orderly environment and is not filled with good teachers, challenging curriculum and a 
motivating environment, little will be gained by a student attending a small school. 
 
 
RESEARCH-BASED, RIGOROUS CURRICULA AND CHALLENGING INSTRUCTION 

Rigorous curricula can potentially boost the effectiveness of teachers as well as guide students through 
their learning. High-level courses such as chemistry, physics, Algebra II are significant predictors of 
college attendance and graduation.lxxxiii The What Works Clearinghouse (www.whatworks.ed.gov) at 
the U.S. Department of Education uses stringent criteria, including quality of evaluation design (i.e., 
experimental, regression continuity or quasi-experimental) and relevance of intervention for desired 
outcome. Using this screen, the Clearinghouse has identified programs in beginning reading, 
elementary school reading, elementary and middle school math, character education and early 
childhood education that are at least potentially effective. Many of the programs have been designed 
for special populations, such as English language learners and 
special needs populations. Importantly, considering the abundance 
of curricula being used throughout the country in all levels of 
schooling, there are relatively few studies that meet even the more 
lenient criteria of the What Works Clearinghouse. More rigorous 
research is needed, therefore, to determine effective curricula that 
can be used with diverse populations. 
 
Good teachers are needed to implement good curricula. Teacher 
quality has been one of the key features of No Child Left Behind, 
with a critical mass of ‘highly qualified teachers’ an explicit goal in 
the legislation. Research has confirmed that teachers play a prominent role in the academic success of 
their students,lxxxiv with students attending classes with an effective teacher having math and reading 
scores from one-third to nearly one-half of a standard deviation higher compared to students with 
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ineffective teachers. However, the criteria laid-out in NCLB do not necessarily relate to better 
academic outcomes for students. For example, teacher certification and post-graduate degrees are not 
significantly related to improved grades or standardized test scores.lxxxv Instead, student outcomes 
under a given teacher appear to be more illustrative of teacher quality, with student outcomes during 
a given teacher’s first two years of teaching serving as a strong predictor of future years of positive 
student outcomes under that teacher.lxxxvi An important note is that most research on teacher 
effectiveness has been conducted on elementary school students. We know little about the effects of 
teacher quality on high school students. Unfortunately, there is a maldistribution of teachers across 
districts and schools, as well as classrooms within schools.lxxxvii At each level students with the greatest 
need – typically minority and low-income students – are much more likely to have the least effective 
teachers.  
 
The evaluations of CSR programs demonstrate that silver bullet approaches do not work. Instead, 
strategies that acknowledge the complex needs of young people will be most effective at promoting, 
in the case of schools, academic gains. Considering that too many young people fall through the cracks 
of these school programs, we also echo the finding engaging families and the wider community are 
essential for creating a positive system of supports. 
 

COMMUNITY 
Schools and families are clustered within communities. Determining the unique effects of 
communities in addition to or interactive with families and schools can be difficult, but a plethora of 
research has determined that the economic state, social organization and available resources within a 
community directly and indirectly affects child well-being. For this section, then, we focus on the 
effects of poverty, social disorganization/collective efficacy, and out-of-school time activities.6 
 
POVERTY 

Living in a high-poverty neighborhood has been found in numerous studies to be linked to lower 
academic achievement, higher rates of delinquency and higher rates of risky behaviors, such has 
alcohol and drug use. Indeed, in a review of multiple studies of residence in high poverty 
neighborhoods, there was a consistent finding across studies – and thus across geographic location – 
showing a relationship between living in a high poverty neighborhood and higher levels of 
internalizing problems (e.g., depression), externalizing behaviors (e.g., acting out and getting into 
fights), and risky behaviors (e.g., alcohol and drug use) and lower levels of academic achievement.lxxxviii 
The process through which these effects occur, however, are not as well confirmed. One theory that 
has been tested somewhat successfully is that young people in high poverty communities have fewer 
community resources, such as parks and after-school activities, poorer quality schools and higher 
levels of environmental hazards.lxxxix  
 
SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION AND COLLECTIVE EFFICACY 

When community residents have shared values, have strong social relationships, and seek shared goals, 
outcomes for individuals within the community improve. This is particularly true for children and 
youth; that is, if community residents collectively look-out for the well-being of the community’s 
children and the community writ large has high expectations for the academic accomplishments and 
social behaviors of the children, children should do better in school and in life. Sampson calls this 
phenomenon Collective Efficacy.xc He finds that communities with high levels of collective efficacy 
have lower rates of neighborhood violence, fewer victims of crime, and lower homicide rates. On an 
individual level, children who live in communities with high collective efficacy or low levels of social 
disorganization – defined as having low crime and housing vacancy rates, and little vandalism and 
public drinking - is related to improved cognitive and behavioral outcomes for early childhoodxci  and 
improved school attendance and grades for middle and high school students.xcii  
 

                                                      
6 Health care and child care settings could be considered part of the community, but we do not consider them 
here due to space limitations. 
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OUT-OF-SCHOOL TIME ACTIVITY PARTICIPATION 

Participating in after-school activities is associated with higher levels of academic achievement, better 
social skills, and higher rates of civic participation. High quality programs have age-appropriate levels 
of adult supervision, engage children and youth in decision-making about the activities, teach 
adaptive social skills, and, when relevant, provide substantive academic activities.xciii For instance, Zaff 
and colleagues (2004) found that youth who consistently participated in after-school activities 
throughout adolescence were 2.5 times more likely to attend college, vote and engage in volunteer 

activities in young adulthood. Other 
researchers have found similar findings.xciv 
There is evidence, though, that certain types 
of activities, such as football among male high 
school students, can result in more negative 
and fewer positive outcomes and that different 
mixes of activities predict different positive 
and negative outcomes.xcv Moreover, most 
research on after-school activity participation 
has been subject to selection bias, meaning 
that more motivated students or students 
with more motivated parents will be more 
likely to attend such programs; though a 
meta-analysis of empirically based7 after-

school programs found impacts on attitudes (school bonding and positive self-perceptions), behaviors 
(positive social behaviors, problem behaviors and drug use) and school achievement (school grades).xcvi 
Regardless, after-school activities have an additive effect on child and youth academic, social and civic 
outcomes and therefore, communities should be prepared to offer a variety of choices that students of 
different backgrounds and having different interests will opt to participate.  This need for choices is 
amplified by the finding that children from low-income families are the least likely to participate in 
such activities, whether because of availability, safety issues, or cost of participation.xcvii The effects of 
out-of-school time programs do not occur in a developmental vacuum.  Instead, any effect will be 
minimal or non-existent if the out-of-school time programs are not linked with the other contexts in a 
child’s life.xcviii For instance, one could imagine that an academic-focused after-school program that 
takes place for two hours one day per week would not be very effective if the lessons were not 
connected in some way to a quality educational experience within a school or at least a reinforcing 
environment within the home. Citizen Schools programming, which intentionally and systematically 
aligns a student’s after-school apprenticeships with schooling during middle school and with the 
transition to the educational demands of high school, has shown the effectiveness of this linkage across 
contexts, with participants in the 8th grade program having higher attendance rates equal to 
approximately nine days of school and better English class grades – approximately a ‘C’ compared to a 
‘C-‘ - than students in a matched non-program sample.xcix  
 
When considering the health of a community context, programs as well as systems should be 
addressed. After-school programs provide supportive and substantive environments in which young 
people develop. But, the community is broader than programs. Systemic issues such as poverty, safety 
and social disorganization are structural issues that most likely need to be addressed through 
economic development, grassroots civic strategies, and public safety. If policymakers are paralyzed by 
the difficulty of changing these systems, the impact of school and family policies will be minimized. 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
7 ‘Emprically based’ programs are those that were developed from best practices as concluded by rigorous 
research. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Based on existing evidence, we know that children need consistent investments throughout childhood 
in order to improve their well-being during the first decades of life as well as increasing their odds of 
a smooth and productive transition into adulthood. These investments cannot be haphazard or occur 
in silos; if they do, too many young people inevitably fall through the cracks. To ensure that young 
people develop into productive citizens, we recommend the following policy proposals to address the 
comprehensive needs of young people across their development and across their families, schools and 
communities: 
 

FUND DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS TO TEST THE IMPACT  

OF STRATEGIES THAT ADDRESS THE COMPREHENSIVE NEEDS, 

TRANSITIONS AND MULTIPLE CONTEXTS OF CHILDREN’S 

DEVELOPMENT 
Although comprehensive child and youth development programs have been rigorously evaluated, such 
as the Chicago Child-Parent Centers, Quantum Opportunities, Teen Outreach Project and Fast Track, 
the impact among a majority of child and youth is elusive. The ability to take these initiatives to scale 
is unknown. Based on our analysis of the available research presented in this paper, we would posit 
that programs that link positive attributes of the family, school and community contexts will produce 
the largest impacts for a majority of children in a community. At this point, however, there are few or 
no rigorous evaluations of such community-wide initiatives. Communities in Schools and 
Communities that Care are both currently undergoing impact evaluations and we await the results 
within the next five years. Regardless of the outcomes of these evaluations, additional demonstration 
projects that cut across the first two decades of life are needed. Currently, bills in the Senate and 
House would facilitate community-school-family partnerships: including the Keeping Parent and 
Communities Engaged Act introduced by Sen. Edward Kennedy and the Full-Service Community 
Schools Act introduced by Rep. Steny Hoyer would provide funds to communities to encourage 
linking resources within schools with resources throughout the community and in families.  
Unfortunately, few funds will be available to rigorously evaluate these programs.  We recommend 
that funds be made available for a third-party evaluation of these community and parent 
engagement initiatives and that the evaluations should assess the implementation of these 
policies on the local level as well as track the well-being of children served by these programs 
over a 5-year period. This time period would allow for the programs to be fully implemented before 
the well-being of the children is assessed.  
 
Moreover, we agree with Isaacs’ (2007) assessment that the Federal government should seed the 
development of programs that will results in cost-effective policies to improve the lives of children 
and youthc. However, we would build off of her work which includes comprehensive child and youth 
development programs that cut across context.8  We recommend a competitive grant program, 
for example of $100 million per year for five years, to provide states and localities with funds 
to facilitate public/private partnerships that integrate supports and opportunities for children 
and families across ages and developmental contexts.  Coupled with a third-party evaluation, 
such an initiative could provide tremendous insight into the ways that resources from different 
departments within federal, state, and local government can be integrated with community to fund 
programs that link developmental periods throughout the first two decades of life. 
 
 

                                                      
8 For example, Isaacs, based on her analysis of the most cost-effective interventions that the Federal 
government should fund, recommended the following investments for demonstrations projects: $300 million 
per year for ages 0-2 interventions, $300 million per year for teacher quality initiatives, $100 million for teenage 
pregnancy prevention programs, and $100 million for school reform efforts 
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ENCOURAGE THE IMPLEMENTATION OF EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES 
States and communities cannot necessarily use cookie-cutter 
program approaches for their children who live in diverse 
geographies with unique social contexts.  However, research has 
shown that evidence-based strategies produce greater gains across 
outcome areas than programs based on intuition, political 
maneuvering or anecdotal evidenceci. We support the U.S. 
Department of Education refocusing its grant making on effective 
practices as outlined in its “What Works Clearinghouse.” We 
recommend that Congress include language in their child-
focused public policies that encourages Federal agencies, 
states and communities to use rigorously tested programs 
and, when appropriate, program components in their work 
to improve the lives of children and youth.9 
 
 

LEVERAGE EXISTING FUNDING STREAMS TO LINK DEVELOPMENTAL 

PERIODS AND ADDRESS THE COMPREHENSIVE NEEDS OF YOUNG 

PEOPLE 
We do not want to suggest that no programs exist in Federal agencies that promote the linking of 
resources throughout a community in order to address the comprehensive needs of young people.  
Examples of initiatives and centers that encourage such work span agencies, including The Center for 
Substance Abuse Prevention and Family and Youth Services Bureau at the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, The Office of Workforce Investment at the U.S. Department of Labor, and the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention in the Department of Justice.  While we 
applaud these efforts, we suggest that there are ways to leverage these existing programs and increase 
their impacts in the communities in which they’re implemented.  For instance, we recommend, 
through the Federal Youth Coordination Act to add a grant program to states which can be 
used to encourage collaboration between the state and communities as well as to help 
coordinate disparate funding streams to achieve complementary goals; for example, a 
community-wide youth development program to prevent juvenile crimes and drug use should also 
have the effect of improving academic outcomes.  These grants would be awarded based on the 
availability of existing funds in a community and/or state for collaborative youth development 
programs, whether from other Federal grants or from state or local government funds or private 
funding.  The parent engagement and community engagement coordinators that would be funded 
through the Keeping PACE Act are a step in this direction as are the grants that would be provided 
by the Full-Service Community Schools Act.  And, the recently passed Head Start For School 
Readiness Act includes explicit language and examples for linking a child’s time in Head Start with 
their transition into elementary school. At the very least, communities, based on their capabilities and 
strategic planning, should be given the flexibility of linking their Federal funding streams. 
   
 

FULLY IMPLEMENT THE FEDERAL YOUTH COORDINATION ACT 
The Tom Osborne Federal Youth Coordination Act (FYCA) was developed based on the 
recommendations of the White House Task Force on Disadvantaged Youth.  FYCA’s primary 
function is the creation of a Federal Youth Development Council comprised of heads from nine 
Departments and chaired by the Secretary of Health and Human Services.  The Council is tasked with 

                                                      
9 While randomized-control group designs are the gold standard for assessing impacts of a program on a 
desired outcome, we note that rigorous research can include various methods; e.g., randomized control-group 
trials, quasi-experimental and longitudinal studies, and systematic qualitative studies. 
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encouraging coordination across agencies, including funding streams and data, as well as minimizing 
duplication of programs.  The Act was budgeted for $1 million but the funds have yet to be 
appropriated.  Considering the need that we have shown to coordinate services to address the 
comprehensive needs of young people, we recommend that Congressional appropriators 
provide the authorized funds for FYCA.  Also, in order to avoid turf struggles and to solidify 
its existence, we recommend that the council be moved from the Department of Health and 
Human Services to the White House. 
 
 

CREATE INCENTIVES FOR STATES AND COMMUNITIES TO TRACK THE 

PROGRESS AND NEEDS OF INDIVIDUAL STUDENTS 
No Child Left Behind mandated that states become better assessors and reporters of their students’ 
academic proficiencies.  However, few states currently have the political will and the data 
infrastructure to track the progress of students over time (referred to as ‘growth models’), determine 
the factors that correspond with risk of failure or prediction of success, or align child outcomes with 
the inputs from teachers and schools.  The Data Quality Campaign has been working with states to 
implement such systems and have identified successes in Florida, Texas and Georgia.  City-wide 
efforts, likewise, provide models of integrated data systems.  In Philadelphia, Project U-Turn, with 
support from Professors Robert Balfanz and Ruth Curran Neild from Johns Hopkins University, 
integrated educational and social service data to identify the risk factors for dropping-out of high 
school.cii Similar efforts are underway in the Bay Area in Northern California under the direction of 
Milbrey McLaughlin at Stanford’s John Gardner Center, and through the Chicago school system.  
President Bush has proposed to increase the amount appropriated for the Institute for Education 
Science at the Department of Education to implement a competitive grant program for states to 
develop longitudinal data systems. We encourage Congress to support the President’s proposal 
for $54.2 million and the Senate bill, S.2014, to fund the development of longitudinal state 
data systems and to give states flexibility to work with school districts to integrate social 
service data with educational data.   
 
 

INCLUDE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES WITHIN NCLB 

REAUTHORIZATION, INCLUDE LINKING COMMUNITIES AND FAMILIES 
Federal education policy appropriately focuses on strengthening 
instruction. However, as we have demonstrated, evidence suggests that 
academic performance can be enhanced when students receive support 
across multiple developmental contexts. Therefore, NCLB should 
facilitate the integration of supports and opportunities across these 
contexts. Specifically, Title I of NCLB should be strengthened to 
require State and local educational agencies to include an assessment of 
the non-academic needs facing students and families and strategies for leveraging partnerships with 
community-based organizations and others to address these needs. Additionally, NCLB should 
provide incentives for local educational agencies to develop community involvement policies, similar 
to the parent involvement policies already required by the law, to maximize supports and 
opportunities for students, their families, and the community. This could be accomplished by the WE 
CARE Act (Working to Encourage Community Action and Responsibility in Education; HR. 3762). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NCLB SHOULD PROVIDE 

INCENTIVES FOR LOCAL 

SCHOOLS TO DEVELOP 

COMMUNITY 

INVOLVEMENT POLICIES 



- 22 - 

 
 

APPENDIX A 
 

FRAMEWORKS OF POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 
 

NATIONAL 

RESEARCH 

COUNCIL 

 

FIVE PROMISES 

 

SEARCH 

INSTITUTE 

 

6C’S 

 

CONNELL ET AL 

 

HAWKINS CATALANO 

Supportive 
Relationships 

Caring Adults Support Connection; 
Caring 

Multiple 
Supportive 
Relationships with 
Adults and Peers 

Bonding 

Physical and 
Physiological 
Safety; Support for 
Efficacy and 
Mattering 

Safe Places and 
Productive Use of 
Out of School 
Time; Health Start 

Empowerment Contribution Adequate 
Nutrition, Health, 
and Shelter; 
Meaningful 
Opportunities for 
Involvement and 
Membership; 
Physical and 
Emotional Safety 

Recognition for  
Positive Behavior; 
Opportunities for  
Prosocial  
Involvement 

Appropriate 
Structure; Positive 
Social Norms 

Caring Adults; Safe 
Places and 
Productive Use of 
Out of School 
Time 

Boundaries & 
Expectations 

Competence; 
Character 

 Behavioral  
Competence; Moral 
Competence; 
 Prosocial Norms 

Opportunities to 
Belong; Support 
for Efficacy and 
Mattering 

Opportunities to 
Help Others 

Constructive Use of 
Time 

Connection; 
Competence 

Challenging and 
Engaging 
Activities and 
Learning 
Experiences; 
Meaningful 
Opportunities for 
Involvement and 
Membership 

Social Competence; 
Behavioral  
Competence; 
 Spirituality;  
Opportunities for  
Prosocial  
Involvement 

Support for 
Efficacy and 
Mattering; 
Opportunities for 
Skill Building 

 Commitment to 
Learning 

Competence Challenging and 
Engaging 
Activities and 
Learning 
Experiences 

Cognitive  
Competence;  
Bonding 

Positive Social 
Norms 

 Positive Values Character; 
Caring 

 Moral Competence; 
Prosocial Norms 

Opportunities for 
Skill Building; 
Opportunities to 
Belong 

Effective 
Education; Safe 
Places and 
Productive Use of 
Out of School 
Time; 
Opportunities to 
Help Others 

Social 
Competencies 

Competence; 
Connection; 
Caring; 
Confidence 

 Social Competence; 
Bonding;  Emotional 
Competence 

Support for 
Efficacy and 
Mattering 

Caring Adults; 
Opportunities to 
Help Others 

Positive Identity Confidence  Clear and Positive 
Identity; Belief in the 
Future; Self-Efficacy; 
Self-Determination 



- 23 - 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 

Jonathan Zaff is the Vice President of Research & Policy Development for the America’s Promise 
Alliance and First Focus. In this role, he directs all research initiatives for the Alliance. His research 
and policy work focus on the content of social contexts that encourage positive development among 
children and youth.  
 
Becky Smerdon is Principal Research Scientist, Vice President and Deputy Director, U.S. Education 
and Workforce Development, Academy for Educational Development, where she is leading the 
development of a research and development agenda on disadvantaged youth and education reform 
with a particular focus on successful transition to college and work.  
 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
This paper would not have been possible without the support and guidance of numerous people. All 
errors in logic or fact, though, are solely ours. Richard Lerner, Kristin Moore, Julia Isaacs, Hilary 
Rhodes, Suzanne Bouffard, and Shadi Houshyar reviewed the paper and provided thoughtful 
comments on missing or misrepresented data, broadening of theory, and refining of arguments. 
Phillip Lovell provided his insights on public policy recommendations, kept me on task and hopefully 
made this readable for a wide audience. 
 
 

ABOUT FIRST FOCUS 
First Focus is a bipartisan advocacy organization committed to making children and their families a 
priority in federal policy and budget decisions. First Focus is working to promote bipartisan federal 
policy solutions in core issue areas, including children’s health, education, family economics, and 
child welfare. For more information, visit www.firstfocus.net. 
 
 

ABOUT THE ACADEMY FOR EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
The Academy for Educational Development is a nonprofit organization working globally to improve 
education, health, civil society and economic development--the foundation of thriving societies. In 
collaboration with local and national partners, AED fosters sustainable results through practical, 
comprehensive approaches to social and economic challenges. AED implements more than 250 
programs serving people in all 50 U.S. states and more than 150 countries. For more information, 
visit: www.aed.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



- 24 - 

END NOTES 
                                                      
i U.S. Department of Education (2007). The Nation’s Report Card: Reading 2007. NCES 2007-496. 
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Accessed at: http://nces.ed.gov; U.S. Department 
of Education (2007). The Nation’s Report Card: Mathematics 2007. NCES 2007-494. Washington, DC: 
National Center for Education Statistics. Accessed at: http://nces.ed.gov; Lemke, M., Sen, A., Pahlke, E., 
Partelow, L., Miller, D., Williams, T., Kastberg, D., and Jocelyn, L. (2004). International Outcomes of Learning 
in Mathematics Literacy and Problem Solving: PISA 2003 Results From the U.S. Perspective (NCES 2005-
003). 
ii White House Task Force for Disadvantaged Youth (2003). Report on Findings for the Federal Response to 
Disadvantaged Youth.  Washington, DC: Government Printing Office; U.S. General Accounting Office (2000). 
Early Education and Care: Overlap Indicates Need to Assess Crosscutting Programs, HEHS-00-78, Washington, DC:  
Government Printing Office.  
iii For example, Garmezy, 1985; Masten, A.S. (2001). Ordinary magic: Resilience process in development. 
American Psychologist, 56, 227-238. ; Rutter, M. (1990). Isle of Wight revisited: Twenty-five years of child 
psychiatric epidemiology, Annual Progress in Child Psychiatry & Child Development, 131-179.; Hawkins, J.D., 
Catalano, R.F., Kosterman, R., Abbott, R., & Hill, K.G. (1999). Preventing adolescent health-risk behaviors by 
strengthening protection during childhood.  Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, 153, 226-334. ; Jessor, R., 
Van Den Bos, J., Vanderryn, J., Costa, F.M., & Turbin, M.S. (1995). Protective factors in adolescent problem 
behavior: Moderator effects and developmental change. Developmental Psychology, 31, 923-933. 
iv Currie, J. & Thomas, D. (1995). Does Head Start make a difference? American Economic Review, 85, 341-365. 
v Cunha, F. & Heckman, J.J. (2006). Investing in our young people. Alexandria, VA: America’s Promise Alliance. 
vi Shonkoff, J.P. & Phillips, D.A. (Eds.) (2000). From neurons to neighborhoods: The science of early childhood development. 
National Research Council and Institute of Medicine. Washington, DC: National Academy Press; Eccles, J. & 
Gootman, J. A. (Eds.) (2002). Community programs to promote youth development. National Research Council and 
Institute of Medicine. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.; Nation, M., Crusto, C., Wandersman, A., 
Kumpfer, K.L.,  Seybolt, D., Kane, E., & Davino, K. (2003). What works in prevention: Principles of effective 
prevention programs. American Psychologist, 58, 449-456. 
vii Bergman, L.R. & Magnusson, D. (1997). A person-oriented approach in research on developmental 
psychopathology. Development and Psychopathology, 9, 291-319; Von Eye, A., & Bergman, L.R. (2003). Research 
strategies in developmental psychopathology: Dimensional identity and the person-oriented approach. 
Development and Psychopathology, 15, 553-580. 
viii Moore, K.A., Vandivere, S., & Redd, Z. (2006). A sociodemographic risk index. Social Indicators Research, 75, 
45-81; Gutman, L.M., Sameroff, A.J., & Cole, R. (2003). Academic growth curve trajectories from 1st grade to 
12th grade: Effects of multiple social risk factors and preschool child factors. Developmental Psychology, 39, 777-
790; Gassman-Pines, A. & Yoshikawa, H. (1995). The effects of anti-poverty programs on children’s 
cumulative level of poverty-related risk. Developmental Psychology, 42, 981-999. 
ix For example, Piaget, J. (1970). Psychology and epistemology: Towards a theory of knowledge. Harmondsworth, 
England: Penguin; Erikson, E. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. New York: WW Norton; Kohlberg, L. (1969). 
Stage and sequence: The cognitive-developmental approach to socialization. In D.A. Goslin, ed., Handbook of 
socialization theory and research. Chicago: Rand McNally. 
x See Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000 for a comprehensive review of early childhood. 
xi See Eccles & Gootman, 2002 for a comprehensive review of adolescence. 
xii Moore, K.A. & Zaff, J.F.  (2003). Building a better teenager. Washington, DC: Child Trends. 
xiii Wood, J. (2006). Effect of anxiety reduction on children's school performance and social adjustment. 
Developmental Psychology, 42, 345-349. 
xiv For example, Teo, A., Carlson, E., Mathieu, P.J., Eglenad, B. & Sroufe, L.A. (1996). A prospective 
longitudinal study of psychosocial predictors of achievement. Journal of School Psychology, 34, 285-306. 
xv Masten, A.S., Roisman, G.I., Long, J.D>, Burt, K.B., Obradovic, J., Riley, J.R., Boelcke-Stennes, K., & 
Tellegen, A. (2005). Developmental cascades: Linking academic achievement and externalizing and internalizing 
symptoms over 20 years. Developmental Psychology, 41, 733-746; Vitaro, F., Larose, S., Brendgen, M.., & Tremblay, 
R.E. (2005). Kindergarten disruptive behaviors, protective factors, and educational achievement by early 
adulthood. Journal of Educational Psychology, 97, 617-629. 
xvi Caspi, A. ( 2000). The child is father of the man: Personality continuities from childhood to adulthood. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78, 158-172. 



- 25 - 

                                                                                                                                                              
xvii Curries & Thomas, 1995; Currie, J. & Thomas, D. (2000). School quality and the longer-term effects of 
Head Start. Journal of Human Resources, 35, 755-774; Garces, E., Thomas, D. & Currie, J. (2000). Longer-term 
effects of Head Start. American Economic Review, 92, 999-1012. 
xviii For example, Bogard, K., & Takanishi, R. (2005). PK-3: An aligned and coordinated approach to education 
for children 3 to 8 years old. Social Policy Reports. XIX(III). Washington, DC: SRCD. 
xix Reynolds, A., Magnuson, K. & Ou, S. (2006). PK-3 education: Programs and practices that work in children’s first 
decade. New York: Foundation for Child Development. 
xx Finn, J. D., Gerber, S. B., Achilles, C. M., & Boyd-Zacharias, J. (2005). The enduring effects of small class 
sizes. Teachers College Record.. The authors of this study found more prominent impacts for children who were in 
the free lunch program, with graduation rates reaching 88 percent for those in small classes for 4 years, 
compared to 72 percent for those never in small classes. 
xxi Olds, D.L. (2007). Preventing crime with prenatal and infancy support of parents: The Nurse-Family 
Partnership. Victimes & Offenders, 2, 205-225. 
xxii Johnson & R.C., Schoeni, R.F. (2007). The influence of early-life events on human capital, health status, and labor 
market outcomes over the life course. National Poverty Center Working Paper Series. New York: National Poverty 
Center. 
xxiii Borstelmann, L.J. (1983). Children before psychology: Ideas about children from antiquity to the late 1800s. 
In P.H. Mussen (Ed.), Handbook of child psychology (4th Ed, Vol. 1, pp. 1-140. W. Kessen (Ed.). History, theory 
and methods. New York: Wiley. 
xxiv For example, Scarr, S. & McCartney, K. (1983). How people make their own environments: A theory of 
genotype-environment effects. Child Development, 54, 424-435. 
xxv Public Agenda (1999). Kids these days ’99. New York: Author. 
xxvi For a review, see Dahl, R. E. (2004). Adolescent brain development: A period of vulnerabilities and 
opportunities. In R. E. Dahl and L. P. Spear (Eds.), Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences,pp. 1{22. New 
York: New York Academy of Sciences. 
xxvii For examples, see, Michelsen, E., Zaff, J.F., & Hair, E. (2003). Civic engagement programs and youth development: 
A synthesis. Washington, DC: Child Trends; see Zaff, J.F., Malanchuk, O. & Eccles, J.S. (in press). Predicting 
positive citizenship from adolescence to young adulthood: The effects of a civic context. Applied Developmental 
Science., for a discussion and model of consistency regarding youth civic engagement. 
xxviii For example, see a meta-analysis of comprehensive school reform strategies showing larger academic 
impacts for those students who attended for an extended period of time: Mason, B. (2005). Achievement effects of 
five comprehensive school reform designs implemented in Los Angeles Unified School District. Santa Monica, CA: RAND 
Corp. 
xxix For example., Mahoney, J.L., Harris, A.L. & Eccles, J.S. (2006). Organized activity participation, positive 
youth development, and the over-scheduling hypothesis. Social Policy Report, XX(IV); Zaff, J.F., Moore, K.A.,  
& Papillo, A. (2003). Implications of extracurricular activity participation during adolescence on positive 
outcomes. Journal of Adolescent Research, 18, 599-630. 
xxx Fabiano, L., Pearson, L.M., Reisner, E.R., & Williams, I.J. (2006). Preparing students in the middle grades to succeed 
in high school: Findings from Phase IV of the Citizen Schools evaluation. Washington, DC: Policy Studies Associates. 
xxxi For a review, see Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000. 
xxxii See Meisels, S. 1999. Assessing readiness. In The transition to kindergarten, eds. R.C. Pianta & M.J. Cox, 39–66. 
Baltimore, MD: Brookes.; National Education Goals Panel (1997, January). Getting a good start on school. 
Washington, DC: GPO., 1998 and Zaslow, M. Halle, T., Zaff, J. Calkins, J., & Margie, N.G. (2000). Background 
for community-level work on school readiness: A review of definitions, assessments, and investment strategies. Washington, DC: 
Child Trends.for reviews. 
xxxiii See Rothstein, R. & Wilder, T. (2005). The many dimensions of racial inequality. In H. Levin (Ed.). Social 
costs of inadequate education symposium. New York: Teachers College. for a comprehensive review of health factors 
that impede educational achievement. 
xxxiv For a review, see Cunha, F. & Heckman, J.J. (2006). Investing in our young people. Alexandria, VA: America’s 
Promise Alliance; for a meta-analysis see Nelson, Westhues & MacLeod, 2003. 
xxxv Campbell, F.A., Ramey, C.T., Pungello, E., Sparling, J. & Miller-Johnson, S. (2002). Early childhood 
education: Young adult outcomes from the Abecedarian Project. Applied Developmental Science, 6, 42-57. 
xxxvi Schweinhart, L.J., Barnes, H.V. & Weikart, D.P. (1993). Benefits: The High/Scope Perry Preschool study through 
age 27. Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press. 



- 26 - 

                                                                                                                                                              
xxxvii Reynolds, A.J., Ou, S. & Topitzes, J.W. (2004). Paths of effects of early childhood intervention on 
educational attainment and delinquency : A confirmatory analysis of the Chicago Child-Parent Centers. Child 
Development, 75, 1299-1328. 
xxxviii Cunha & Heckman, 2006 
xxxix Zins, J.E., Bloodworth, M.R., Weissberg, R.P., & Wallberg, H.J. (2004). The scientific base linking social 
and emotional learning to school success. In Building academic success on social and emotional learning: What does the 
research say? New York: Teachers College. 
xl For example, Reynolds, Magnuson & Ou, 2006; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000 
xli For example, Eccles, J.S. (1999). The development of children ages 6 to 15. Future of Children, 9, 30-44. 
xlii For example, Catalano, R.F., Berglund, M.L., Ryan, J.A.M. & Hawkins, J.D. (1999). Positive youth development in 
the United States: Research findings on evaluations of positive youth development programs. Report submitted to the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation; 
Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Moore & Zaff, 2003; Costa, F.M., Jessor, R., Turbin, M.S., Dong, Q., Zhang, H. & 
Wang, C. (2005). The role of social contexts in adolescence: Context protection in the United States and China. 
Applied Developmental Science, 9, 67-85. 
xliii Evans, G.W. (2004). The environment of childhood poverty. American Psychologist, 59, 77-92.  A non-
stimulating and unhealthy environment could include fewer resources in the home, fewer words spoken 
between parent and child, higher levels of environmental pollutants, poorer community services, and lower 
quality day care and schools 
xliv Turbin, M.S., Jessor, R., Costa, F.M. Dong, Q. Zhang, H. & Wang, C. (2006). Protective and risk factors in 
health-enhancing behavior among adolescents in China and the United States: Does social context matter? 
Health Psychology, 25, 445-454. 
xlv Costa et al., 2005 
xlvi Bronfenbrenner, U. & Ceci, S. J. (1994). Nature-nurture in developmental perspective: A bioecological 
theory. Psychological Review, 101, 568-586.; Gottlieb, G. (1991). Experiential canalization of behavioral 
development: Theory. Developmental Psychology, 27, 4-13; Rutter, 1997; Lerner, R. (2004). Liberty: Thriving and civic 
engagement among America’s youth. New York: Sage. 
xlvii See Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994 
xlviii See Eccles, J.S., Midgley, C., Wigfield, A., Buchanan, C.M., Reuman, D., Flanagan, C. & Iver, D.M. (1993). 
Development during adolescence. The impact of stage-environment fit on young adolescents' experiences in 
schools and in families. American Psychologist, 48, 90-101. 
xlix Eccles & Gootman (2002); Benson, P.L., Scales, P.C., Hamilton, S.F.., & Sesma, A.  (2006).  Positive youth 
development: Theory, research and applications. In W. Damon and R. Lerner, Eds., Handbook of Child Psychology, 
6th Edition, Vol. 1;  Lerner, R. M., Lerner, J. V., Almerigi, J., Theokas, C., Phelps, E., Naudeau, S., 
Gestsdottir, S., Ma, L., Jelicic, H.,. Alberts, A., Smith, L., Simpson, I., Christiansen, E., Warren, D. von Eye, A. 
(2006). Toward a new vision and vocabulary about adolescence: Theoretical and empirical bases of a 
“positiveyouth development” perspective. In L. Balter, & C. S. Tamis-LeMonda (Eds.). Child Psychology: A 
handbook of contemporary issues (pp. 445-469). NewYork: Psychology Press/Taylor & Francis; Connell, J.P., & 
Kubisch, A.C.  (2001).  Community approaches to improving outcomes for urban children, youth, and families:  
Current trends and future directions.  In A. Booth & A.C. Crouter, Eds., Does it take a village?  Community effects 
on children, adolescents, and families (pp. 177-201). Mahwah, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum; Connell, J.P., Gambone, 
M.A., & Smith, T.J.  (2001).  Youth development in community settings:  Challenges to our field and our 
approach.  In Benson & Pittman, Eds., pp. 291-308; Catalano, R.F., Berglund, M. L., Ryan, J.A.M., Lonczak, 
H.S., & Hawkins, J.D. (1999).   
l Jekielek, S., Moore, K.A., & Hair, E. (2002). Mentoring: A synthesis of the research. Washington, DC: Child 
Trends; Rhodes, J., & DuBois, D. (2006). Understanding and facilitating the youth mentoring movement. 
Social Policy Report, XX(III). 
li For example, the Harvard Family Research Project, in their family involvement series (see 
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/content/projects/fine/research) has posited that ‘family engagement’ 
consists of the quality of the parent-child relationship, parental engagement in a child’ schooling and 
educational experiences within the home.   
lii Weiss, B., & Landrigan, P.J. (2000).The developing brain and the environment: An introduction. Environmental 
Health Perspectives, 107. 
liii See Caspe, M., Lopez, M.E., & Wolos, C. (2007). Family involvement makes a difference: Family involvement in 
elementary school children’s education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Research Project; Kreider, H., Caspe, M., 
Kennedy, S. & Weiss, H. (2007). Family involvement in middle and high school students’ education. Cambridge, MA: 



- 27 - 

                                                                                                                                                              
Harvard Family Research Project; Weiss, H., Caspe.,M. & Lopez, M.E. (2006). Family involvement makes a 
difference: Family involvement in early childhood education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Research Project. 
liv For example, McWayne, C. & Owsianik, M. (2004). Parent involvement and the social and academic 
competencies of urban kindergarten children. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Research Project; Ou, S. & 
Reynolds, A.J. (2006). Early childhood intervention and educational attainment: Age 22 findings from the 
Chicago Longitudinal study. Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk. 
lv Davis-Kean, P. (2005). The influence of parent eduation and family income on child achievement: The 
indirect role of parental expectations and the home environment. Journal of Family Psychology, 19, 294-304. 
lvi Dearing, E., Kreider, H., Simpkins, S., & Weiss, H. B. (2006). Family involvement in school and low-income 
children's literacy performance: Longitudinal associations between and within families. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 98, 653–664. 
lvii Nye, C., Turner, H., Schwartz, J. (2005). Approaches to parent involvement for improving academic performance of 
elementary school age children. The Campbell Collaboration. Available at: 
http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/doc-pdf/Nye_PI_Review.pdf . Across the interventions for school-
aged children, Nye, Turner and Schwartz found a variety of characteristics that could be integrated into public 
policy proposals: Implementing programs for a minimum of 20 days per school year; parents and children 
reading together; educating parents and providing them with tools to be used with their children outside of the 
school day; equipping parents with specific math and/or science skills and materials to be used with their 
children outside of the school day; providing parents with reading and/or math games to use with their 
children; and educating parents on appropriate rewards and incentives to give to their children outside of the 
school day to reward them for work done in school. 
lviii Jacobs, J.E., Davis-Kean, P., Bleeker, M. Eccles, J.s., & Malanchuk, O. (2005). I can, but I don’t want to: 
The impact of parents, interests, and activities on gender differences in math. In Gallagher, A.M. and Kaufman, 
J.C. (Eds). Gender differences in mathematics: An integrative psychological approach. New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 
lix NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. (1999).Chronicity of maternal depressive symptoms, maternal 
sensitivity, and child functioning at 36 months. Developmental Psychology, 35, 1297-1310.; Zaslow, M., Hair, E., 
Dion, M.R., Sargent, J. & Ahluwalia, S (2001). Maternal depressive symptoms and low literacy as potential 
barriers to employment in a sample of families receiving welfare: Are there two-generational implications. 
Women and Health, 32, 211-252. 
lx Bronte-Tinkew,J.,  Moore, K., Capps, R. & Zaff, J. (2006). Father involvement and youth transition into risky 
behaviors in immigrant and native-born families. Social Science Research, 35, 181-209; Bronte-Tinkew, J., Moore, 
K. & Carrano, J. (2006). The father-child relationship, parenting styles, and youth risk behaviors. Journal of 
Family Issues, 27, 850-881. 
lxi Kaczynski, K. J., Lindahl, K. M., Malik, N. M., & Laurenceau, J-P. (2006). Marital conflict, maternal and 
paternal parenting, and child adjustment: A Test of Mediation. Journal of Family Psychology, 20, 199-208. 
lxii Howes, P. & Markman, H.J. (1989). Marital quality and child attachment: A longitudinal study, Child 
Development, 60, 1044-1051. 
lxiii Crouter, A. C., Bumpus, M. F., Maguire, M. C., & McHale, S. M. (1999). Linking parents' work pressure to 
adolescents' well-being: Insights to dynamics in dual-earner families. Developmental Psychology, 35, 1453-1461. 
lxiv Amato, P. R. (2000). The consequences of divorce for adults and children. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 
62(4), 1269-1287 Cherlin, A., Chase-Lansdale, P. L., & McRae, C. (1998). Effect of parental divorce on mental 
health. American Sociological Review, 63(2), 239-249. 
lxv Barbarin, O., Bryant, D., McCandies, T., Burchinal, M., Early, D., Clifford, R., Pianta, R., & Howes, C. 
(2006). Children in public pre-K: The relation of family life, neighborhood quality, and socioeconomic 
resources to early competence. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 76, 265-276. 
lxvi Johnson & Schoeni, 2007 
lxvii Brooks-Gunn, J. & Duncan, G.J. (1997). The effects of poverty on children. Future of Children, 7, 55-71. 
lxviii Sugland, B.W., Blumenthal, C. & Hyatt, B.G. (1993). Social capital and the successful transition to adulthood among 
‘at-risk’ young women. Washington, DC: Child Trends. 
lxix Gennetian, L.A., Duncan, G.J., Knox, V.W., Vargas, W.G., Clark-Kauffman, E., & London, A.S. (2002). 
How welfare and work policies affect adolescents. New York: MDRC. 
lxx Duncan, G., A. Kalil, and K. Ziol-Guest (2007). Economic costs of early childhood poverty.Unpublished manuscript, 
Northwestern University.; Votruba-Drzal, E. (2006). Economic disparities in middle childhood development: 
Does income matter? Developmental Psychology, 1154-1167. 



- 28 - 

                                                                                                                                                              
lxxi Yoshikawa, H., Magnuson, K.A., Bos, J.M., & Hsueh, J. (2003). Effects of welfare and anti-poverty policies 
on adult economic and child outcomes differ for the "hardest to employ." Child Development, 74, 1536-1557. 
lxxii For a review, see Heckman, J.J. & Masterov, D. (2007). The productivity argument for investing in young 
children. NBER Working Paper No. 13016. 
lxxiii For example, see Cook, T. D., & Wong, V. C. (2007). The warrant for universal pre-K: Can several thin 
reeds make a strong policy boat? Social Policy Report , XXI(3), 14-15. 
lxxiv For a review of Head Start research, see Currie, J. (2000). Early childhood intervention programs: What do we 
know? JCPR Working Paper 169; For an evaluation of the effects of five state pre-K programs, see Wong, V. 
C., Cook, T. D., Barnett, W. S., & Jung, K. (2007). An effectiveness-based evaluation of fi ve state preschool programs using 
regression-discontinuity: Northwestern University and National Institute for Early Education Research. 
lxxv Currie and Thomas, 1995 
lxxvi Herlihy, C.M. & Quint, J. (2006) Emerging evidence on improving high school student achievement and graduation rates: 
The effects of four popular improvement programs. Washington, DC: National High School Center.  
lxxvii Kemple, J.J., Herlihy, C.M. & Smith, T.J. (2005). Making progress toward graduation: Evidence from the Talent 
Development High School model. New York: MDRC. 
lxxviii Smerdon, 1999; Roeser, R. W., Midgley, C., & Urdan, T. (1996). Perceptions of the school psychological 
environment and early adolescents’ self appraisals and academic engagement: The mediating role of goals and 
belonging. Journal of Educational Psychology, 88, 423–434. 
lxxix Lee, V.E. & Smith, J.B. (1999). Social Support and Achievement for Young Adolescents in Chicago: The 
Role of School Academic Press. American Educational Research Journal, 37, 907-45. 
lxxx CES, 2000 
lxxxi Mosteller, F. (1995). The Tennessee study of class size in the early school grades. Future of Children, 5, 113-
127. 
lxxxii Lee, V.E. (2000). Using Hierarchical Linear Modeling to Study Social Contexts: The Case of School 
Effects. Educational Psychologist, 35, 125-41.; Lee, V.E., Ready, D. & Welner, K.G. (2002). Educational equity and 
school structure: School size, school overcrowding, and alternative organizational structure. William Watch Series: 
Investigating the Claims of Williams v. State of California. Los Angeles, C: UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, 
Education & Access; Lee, V.E., & Smith, J. B. (1993). Effects of school restructuring on the achievement and 
engagement of middle-grade students. Sociology of Education, 66, 164-187.; Lee, V.E. & Smith, J.B. (1997). 
High school size: Which works best and for whom? Education Evaluatoin and Policy Analysis, 19, 205-227.; Lee, 
V.E., & Loeb, S. (2000). School size in Chicago elementary schools: Effects on teachers' attitudes and students' 
achievement. American Educational Research Journal, 36; Lee, V. E., Chen, X., & Smerdon, B. A. (1996). 
Debunking the myths: Exploring common explanations for gender differences in high school science achievement. Unpublished 
manuscript. University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI. 
lxxxiii Adelman, C. (2006). The toolbox revisited: Paths to degree completion from high school through college. Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Education. 
lxxxiv For example, Darling-Hammond, L. (1999). Teacher quality and student achievement: A review of state policy 
evidence. Seattle, WA: Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy, University of Washington; Nye, B., Hedges, 
L. V., & Konstantopoulos, S. (2004). How large are teacher effects?  Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
26, 237-257. 
lxxxv Aaronson, D., Barrow, L. & Sander, W. (2006). Teachers and student achievement in the Chicago public 
high schools. Journal of Labor Economics, 25, 95-135; Hanushek, E.A., Kain, J.F., O’Brien, D.M. & Rivkin, S.G. 
(2004). The market for teacher quality. Paper prepared for the annual meeting of the American Economic 
Association, Philadelphia, PA. 
lxxxvi Gordon, R., Kain, T.J. & Staiger, D.O. (2006). Identifying effective teachers using performance on the job. White 
Paper 2006-01. The Hamilton Project. Washington, DC. 
lxxxvii Clotfelter, C.T., Ladd, H.F., & Vigdor, J.L. (2004). Teacher sorting, teacher shopping, and the assessment of teacher 
effectiveness. Duke University unpublished manuscript. 
lxxxviii Leventhal, T. & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2000). The neighborhoods they live in: The effects of neighborhood 
residence on child and adolescent outcomes. Psychological Bulletin, 126, 309-337. 
lxxxix For a comprehensive review of the empirical literature on the environmental stressors apparent in low-
income neighborhoods, see Allgood, W.C. (2006). The need for adequate resources for at-risk children. EPI Working 
Paper No. 277. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute. 
xc Sampson, R.J. Raudenbush, S.W., & Earls, F. (1997). Neighborhoods and violent crime: A multilevel study of 
collective efficacy. Science, 277, 918-924. 
xci Barbarin et al, 2006 



- 29 - 

                                                                                                                                                              
xcii Bowen, N.K., Bowen, G.L. & Ware, W.B. (2002). Neighborhood social disorganization, families, and the 
educational behavior of adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Research, 17, 468-490. 
xciii Roth, J.L. & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2003). What exactly is a youth development program? Answers from 
research and practice. Applied Developmental Science, 7, 94-111. 
xciv For a review, see Mahoney, Harris & Eccles, 2006. 
xcv Barber, B.L., Eccles, J.S. & Stone, M.R. (2001). Whatever happened to the jock, the brain and the princess? 
Journal of Adolescent Research, 16, 429-455. 1997; Zarrett, N. (2007). The dynamic relation between out-of-school 
activities and adolescent development. Dissertation Abstracts International: Section B: The Sciences and Engineering. 
67(10-B), 6100. 
xcvi Durlak, J.A. & Weissberg, R.P. (2007). The impact of after-school programs that promote personal and social skills. 
Chicago, IL: CASEL. 
xcvii Harvard Family Research Project. (2007). Findings from HFRP's study of predictors of participation in out-of-school 
time activities: Fact sheet. Cambridge, MA: Author. 
xcviii Harvard Family Research Project (2007). After School Programs in the Twenty-First Century: Their Potential and 
What It Takes. Cambridge, MA: Author. 
xcix Fabiano et al., 2006 
c Isaacs, J. (2007). Cost-effective investments in children. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution. 
ci For example, see Durlak & Weissberg (2006) and  the Communities that Care platform available at 
http://preventionplatform.samhsa.gov/ 
cii Neild, R.C., & Balfanz, R. (2007). Unfulfilled Promise: The Dimensions and Characteristics of Philadelphia’s 
Drop-out Crisis.  2000-2005.  Philadelphia, PA:  Philadelphia Youth Network. 
http://www.projectuturn.net/downloads/pdf/Unfulfilled_Promise_Project_U-turn.pdf 


